qi Zhongguo funü shehui diwei chouyang diaocha zhuyao shuju baogao" (Executive Report of the second sample survey on Chinese Women's Social Status), 2001, www.stats.gov.cn/tjgb/qttjgb/qgqttjgb/t20020331_15816.htm (consulted on 25 September 2012); ACWF-2010, "Di san qi Zhongguo funü shehui diwei diaocha zhuyao shuju baogao" (Executive Report of the third sample survey on Chinese Women's Social Status), Funü yanjiu lun cong, Vol. 6, No. 108, 2011, pp. 5-15. The data from ACWF-1990 referred to here is taken from ACWF-2000.
I do not think that men and women are on an equal footing. I live in a world dominated by men, and I sense this impalpable pressure every day. It's not that men don't respect us. My husband cooks for me and does a lot around the house, but I still feel male chauvinism in the air. In truth, men do not really consider us to be their intellectual equals.
Cao Chenhong, senior manager in a Beijing company.
A fter three decades of Communism followed by three decades of economic liberalism, Chinese society remains, in many ways, very attached to its social and family traditions. (1) In recent years, however, it has shown a remarkable faculty for adaptation to the process of globalisation in which it is now a stakeholder. Since they can prove difficult to interpret, the transformations that have affected China since the 1980s are sometimes perplexing. It is not always easy to distinguish between changes that are part of the continuity of longstanding social practices, and others, sometimes sudden, that ultimately prove to be ad hoc expressions in reaction to the new constraints and opportunities imposed by socio-economic changes and a globalised society. The analysis of social, just as much as economic and political, transformations is moreover sometimes so delicate that it quite rightly leads us to conclude that a paradox exists. (2) The attitude of Chinese society towards women, which also displays its quota of paradoxes, testifies to this duality -itself all the more complex since it remains marked by the search for equality between the sexes that prevailed during the Communist parenthesis. Nonetheless, understanding and measuring transformations in the status of women since the economic reforms remains essential if we are to arrive at a more global understanding of contemporary Chinese society, its representations, and the changes it is experiencing. In fact, the place given to women, measured by various indicators relating to education, employment, demography, and health, is a generally reliable indicator of the radical changes affecting society. Yet this is a paradox in itself: although in certain respects, notably regarding education and health, improvements in the situation of Chinese women in the absolute are indisputable, in others, their relationships with men remain all the more unequal for being part of a demographic context that is un-favourable to them, thereby testifying to an unquestionable deterioration in certain aspects of their situation.
The aim of this article is to draw up a socio-demographic inventory of the situation of Chinese women in the prevailing early twenty-first century context of demographic, economic, and social transition on the one hand, and on the other hand, to draw attention to the paradoxical effects of these transitions, whilst taking into account the diversity of the realities the women are experiencing. In conclusion, the article will raise the possibility of changes in gender relationships in China, where there are, and will continue to be, fewer women than men, particularly in adulthood. The article is based mainly on the partial results of three surveys on the social status of women (Zhongguo funü shehui diwei chouyang diaocha) carried out jointly by the Federation of Chinese women and the National Office of Statistics in 1990, 2000, and 2010. These surveys (referred to here as ACWF-1990, ACWF-2000, and ACWF-2010), (3) organised with the specific aim of measuring inequality between the sexes and gender differences, paint a wide-ranging picture of the social realities experienced by Chinese women over the last two decades. (4) These quantitative surveys, the only ones to exist on the subject, nonetheless present limitations related to the closed questionnaire collection method. Although they do not provide all the explanations, they nonetheless enable us to understand the processes at work on the question of women and gender relationships. The data from these surveys will occasionally be supplemented by that taken from other sources, notably the 1990, 2000, and 2010 censuses.
The situation of women in China today: Taking stock
China is one of the world's developing countries in which demands for the emancipation of women and the struggle for equality between the sexes are both among the most longstanding of political concerns -the first movements in favour of women date back to the mid-nineteenth century (5) -and the most in evidence today. As early as the 1950s, concrete action was organised in favour of the development of women's work outside the home and for the equality of spouses within the family. (6) China was also one of the first countries to ratify, in 1980, the United Nations International Convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination against women (CEDAW).
The relatively early mobilisation of the state and civil society partly explains why China now possesses a solid body of legislation for the defence of the rights and interests of women. Thanks to the 1954 Constitution, followed by that of 1982, the law gives men and women equal rights: "Women have the same rights as men in all spheres of political, economic, cultural, and social life, including family life." (7) This equality of rights and the fight against discrimination have, moreover, been regularly confirmed, mainly in successive laws on marriage, by the "Law on the Protection of Rights and Interests of Women" (1992) and the "Law on Maternal and Infant Health Care" (1994). (8) International initiatives in favour of the autonomy of women and equality between the sexes are not unrelated to this major mobilisation on the part of China, however. In particular, the Chinese government quickly understood that the legitimacy of the country in the front ranks of world powers was dependent on its adherence to important international principles, notably those relating to the rights of women, and that it was important to support the pursuit of gender equality in order to ensure harmonious, sustainable development within the globalisation process. Besides this, in the 1990s, the government recognised that some women had remained on the sidelines of the modernisation process and that subsequent to the economic reforms their situations had become very uneven, depending on where they lived and their social class, especially with regard to their needs in terms of subsistence and the development and preservation of their rights and interests. The Chinese government therefore rapidly echoed the United Nations International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo, 1994) and the 4th World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995), which marked a decisive step in the promotion of the status of women in the world, (9) as did the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). (10) The rights and interests of women and their equality with men were from then on permanently on the political agenda, notably through three successive programs for the development of women (Zhongguo funü fazhan gangyao) launched from 1995 onward. (11) Lastly, the political objective of reducing social and economic inequalities, which since the 2000s has been an important element in the development of a "harmonious society" (hexie shehui), may also benefit women, in particular by ensuring a more rigorous application of the laws that protect them and by facilitating access to health, education, social security cover, and employment, etc. (12) The Chinese government's stance on the rights of women and equality between the sexes has not, however, put an end to traditional stereotypes of the roles and duties of men and women within the family and society -far from it -or to the often very unequal situations these stereotypes generate, in particular since the economic reforms. (13) In 1994, a State Council (1994) document stipulated: "China subscribes to the principle of equality between the sexes set down in the United Nations Charter and promises to respect it. The government is convinced that equality between the sexes will become a reality to the extent that women will be able to participate in development as equal partners of men." (14) A decade later, however, the Chinese government recognised that "deep-seated inequalities continue to exist between regions regarding the status of women, traditional sexual stereotypes persist, the rights of women are ignored in many places, [and that] a great deal of work remains to be done to improve the situation of Chinese women if their equality with men is to become a reality." (15) As recently as 2011, the further deterioration of the sex ratio at birth revealed by the sixth census (2010), the consequence of massive discrimination against girls, led President Hu Jintao to confirm that significant inequalities between the sexes persist. (16) 
Education, employment, salaries: Chinese women still lag behind
Different treatment for men and women can easily be seen in many areas of society. In China, inequalities between the sexes remain not only as regards access to education, employment, and health, but also in matters of 6 c h i n a p e r s p e c t i v e s • N o . 2 0 1 2 / 4 inheritance, salaries, political representation, and decision-making within the family. (17) Education counts amongst the factors that improve the status of women in that it tends to reduce the birth rate and encourages them to take better care of their health. (18) Above all, by facilitating access to worthwhile, decently-paid professions, it favours their economic emancipation and in the process, since it changes the power relationship with men, their emancipation within the family. From this point of view, great progress has been made in recent years. Firstly, the spread of primary education amongst the younger generations has significantly reduced the percentage of women (18-64 years old) with no education. In 2010, this fell to 6.6 percent in rural areas and to 3.5 percent in urban areas (Table 1) . Improvements can also be seen in access to secondary and higher education, in particular the tripling, between 1990 and 2010, of the share of women receiving this type of education in rural areas and a doubling of the proportion in urban areas. Although secondary and higher education remain, on the whole, the preserve of a minority of Chinese women (scarcely more than a third of them had access to one and/or the other), recent changes have been indisputably positive: in 20 years, the average length of women's education almost doubled, from 4.7 years in 1990 to 8.8 in 2010, thereby gradually narrowing the gap with men (6.6 years in 1990 and 9.1 years in 2010).
Although in China's eastern cities young people of both sexes now have access to educational resources in a relatively egalitarian manner, considerable geographical disparities remain, particularly in rural areas. In 2010, for example, in the centre and west of the country, rural women had only attended school for an average of 6.8 years, 2.2 years less than those living in the rural zones of the municipalities of Beijing and Tianjin. (19) It is true that in rural areas, the added value of education, in particular for girls, is not always understood, all the more so since the inherent costs have become prohibitive for many families since the reform of the education system in the 1980s. As a general rule, family expectations for girls remain lower than for boys, although the gap between the sexes from this point of view is becoming narrower. (20) The ACWF-2000 survey shows in fact that leaving school early is more frequently due to the parents' decision in the case of girls (36.8 percent) than in the case of boys (27.9 percent). Although financial difficulties remain an important reason for leaving school early for boys as well as girls (for 69.8 percent and 68.1 percent respectively), more parents consider education to be unnecessary for girls (for 9.1 percent of them, and for 3.5 percent of boys).
Employment for Chinese women has also undergone major transformations over the last 20 years, but in a way that is considerably less favourable to them. Although sparse, data from surveys on the status of women -partially supplemented by data from censuses -show that the employment rate for women is still amongst the highest in the world. In the country as a whole, almost three women out of four work, a very high level if we consider the situation in other big countries in the region. In India, for example, only a little over one woman out of three is officially employed, and in Japan, the Republic of Korea, and the Philippines, the figure is fewer than one out of two. (21) The relative advantage of Chinese women would not seem to be permanently established, however. Indeed, as with men though to a lesser extent, employment rates for women have fallen significantly since the 1990s, Being a Woman in China Today: A Demography of Gender mainly in the cities. Particularly affected by the redundancies following the dismantling of labour units in the 1990s, (22) and finding it more difficult than men to find a new job, (23) urban women are now returning to the home in force: in 1990, 76.3 percent of them were in paid work compared to only 60.8 percent in 2010 ( Table 2 ). The situation is even more flagrant in certain regions. In 2005, the percentage of women in employment had fallen to 45 percent in Jilin, whereas for women in the cities of Heilongjiang, the figure was 35 percent. (24) Although rural women are not totally spared by this trend, their effective participation in economic activities (mainly agricultural) remains far greater (82 percent in 2010) than in urban areas. The gap between urban areas and the countryside is therefore widening, underlining the effect that the reorganisation and privatisation of the Chinese economy, particularly in the industrial sector, is having on employment for women in the cities. On the whole, even though equality with men was never attained even during the collectivist period, (25) Chinese women have, since the 1950s, gained more economic independence and are to a greater extent mistresses of their own personal and professional choices. (26) Particularly since the reforms, new opportunities have been offered them, mainly as a result of the boom in higher education for some, which has allowed them to obtain jobs requiring more qualifications and which are better paid than in the past. (27) A feminine elite is even emerging, embodied above all by the microcosm of women entrepreneurs whose social success has become one of the symbols of the Chinese economic boom. (28) This phenomenon apart, the economic reforms have on the whole been harmful to women, in two ways in particular. On the one hand, because they are now exposed to economic insecurity (linked mainly to unemployment, the difficulty of finding a new job, and more frequent compulsory early retirement) to a greater extent than men, and on the other, because the sexual discrimination in the labour market from which they had been relatively sheltered by the employment system within the work units has removed them still further from the sexual equality promised them, in particular by the Constitution. (29) The employment market, which has become highly competitive, now reserves the lion's share for men. Many job offers are reserved for men, (30) and women continue to hit the "glass ceiling." (31) In addition, unemployment officially remains 50 percent higher for women than for men: 12 percent and 8 percent respectively in 2004, (32) and in 2010, there were also twice as many women (10 percent as against 4.5 percent of men) who declared being or having been victims of discrimination in the workplace. For 70 percent of the women in this situation, the causes were stated to be unfair dismissal, mainly following marriage or pregnancy, the absence of promotion related to gender, a lower salary than that of men for doing the same work, and the disdain regularly displayed towards them in the workplace. (33) Insecurity for women in the labour market quite logically renders them more vulnerable in economic terms, since whilst a large majority of men aged 45-59 years old (87.1 percent) still live on the income they earn from work, this is only the case for 65.0 percent of women in the same age group. One in five (19.6 percent) is financially dependent on a member of her family as against 4.7 percent of men. Although the Communist parenthesis favoured the employment of women outside the home, it did not put an end to the social prejudices that place a lower value, professionally, on women's skills than on those of men. (35) In 2000, a third of those interviewed (33.3 percent of women and 34.0 percent of men) did not refute traditional ideas according to which "man is strong, woman is weak" (Nan qiang nü ruo) or "men's abilities are naturally superior to those of women" (Nanxing nengli tiansheng bi nüxing qiang). (36) An independent survey (2009) confirmed the prevalence of this way of thinking, revealing that a third of those interviewed (37 percent of men and 33 percent of women) believe that if women have fewer career prospects it is because they have limited personal skills, a further third (32 percent of men and 28 percent of women) attribute it to insufficient physical stamina, and a quarter (37) (22 percent of men and 28 percent of women) think it is because women are less devoted to their work and their career plan is not sufficiently ambitious. The survey also indicated that the majority of women interviewed (77.6 percent) feel that employment opportunities for men and women are unequal, a view shared by the men, but to a lesser degree (66.4 percent). (38) In addition, even though inequalities in salary still exist, to the question "If a man and a woman do the same job (39) but the man is paid more, what is your opinion of the situation?", 20.5 percent of men replied that this was "very common or only natural" (as against 7.9 percent of women), 41.8 percent thought it "unfair but acceptable" (as against 40.6 percent of women), and only 20.0 percent considered it "unfair and unacceptable" (42.9 percent of women). (40) Chinese society continues to attribute different and well-defined roles and spheres of influence to men and women. However, as Harriet Evans (41) has shown, this dichotomy is hardly ever challenged. In fact, the majority of those questioned (61.6 percent and 54.8 percent respectively in 2010) continue to think that "men are turned towards society, women devote themselves to their family" (Nanren yinggai yi shehui wei zhu, nüren yinggai yi jiating wei zhu) (Graph 1). Most surprising, however, is that adhesion to this concept has risen over the last decade amongst both women and men (by 4 and 8 points respectively). Consistent with the previous statement but equally unexpected is the growing adhesion to the idea that for women "a good marriage is better than a career" (Gan de hao buru jia de hao). This conviction, now shared by almost half of women (48.0 percent in 2010that is to say 10 points more than in 2000 -and 40.7 percent of men) reveals the deep-seated internalisation of masculine domination, by women even more than by men. Moreover, it reinforces the fact that unlike in Western societies, where women's work outside the home is increasingly judged, on a par with men's, to be more valuable than domestic tasks, this trend cannot be seen in China. (42) Despite the obvious repercussions on the possibilities for the empowerment of women both in economic and symbolic terms, traditional gendered roles are therefore being reinforced today also as a result of the growing insecurity of the labour market for women -the better qualified included -a situation exacerbated by the economic crisis of the late 2000s. (43) Women's insecurity in the labour market, mainly in the cities, is the result not only of the growing difficulty they are having in finding employment, but also of the increasing inequality between men's and women's salaries. In 1990, the average income of female city-dwellers had reached 77.5 percent that of males, but 20 years later, this percentage corresponded to only two-thirds of the average male income (67.3 percent). The relative deterioration in women's incomes has been still greater in the countryside, where these percentages fell from 79 percent in 1990 to 56 percent in 2010. The ACWF-2000 Survey shows that in the cities, almost one woman out of two (47.4 percent) received less than 5,000 yuan per year on average (against a little more than one man out of four: 28.4 percent), whilst 6.1 percent earned more than 15,000 yuan a year on average (as against 12.7 percent of men). Moreover, these differences in income have been accompanied by a slightly longer working day for women, who on average worked 9.6 hours a day in 2010, compared to 9.0 hours for men. (44) These inequalities between the sexes with regard to levels of income and working hours is mainly due to the type of employment, with most women working in unskilled, badly paid jobs in agriculture, manufacturing, transport, shops, or services (45) ( Table 3 ). The feminisation of the agricultural workforce in particular partly explains these increasing differences in income: in 2000, 82.1 percent of rural women were employed full-time in agricultural activities (compared to 64.7 percent of men). (46) 
Women in private life: Roles still firmly gendered
Private life is a place where, doubtless to an even greater extent than in public life, the evolution of the status of Chinese women is ambivalent. In many ways, particularly as regards their reproductive health (see Box 1), control of their fertility, and participation in taking important decisions within the household, their overall situation has unquestionably improved. The place of women in the family, firstly as girls and then as wives, remains nonetheless subject to various influences that are ultimately not always favourable to them. On the whole, Chinese women express a high level of satisfaction with their status in the household (in 2010, 85.2 percent of them declared themselves satisfied or very satisfied on this aspect) and with the different roles falling to men and women. However, some of these women (and in total, a quarter of those questioned in the same survey: 24.7 percent) declared they had been the victim of domestic violence, that is to say verbal and/or physical violence, as well as of restriction of personal liberty, economic control, and/or forced sexual relations. (47) Other indicators made available by the ACWF surveys also show that the roles of spouses remain deeply gendered and that women clearly remain under the control of their husbands in many respects. In particular, their participation in domestic decisions, although certainly greater in recent years, is not always automatic. In 2010, three married women out of four participated in decisions that were important to the household, relating to bank loans or financial investments (74.7 percent compared to 50.5 percent in 1990), and an equivalent percentage had a say in the decision to buy or build a family home (74.4 percent compared to 65.6 percent in 1990). Nevertheless, only one women out of seven (13.2 percent in 2010) was a home-owner in her own right (four times fewer than men: 51.7 percent), and one out of four (28.0 percent) was in co-ownership with her husband (compared to 25.6 percent of men). There is similar inequality between single people of both sexes on this aspect, with one bachelor out of five (21.8 percent) owning his own home, compared to one unmarried woman out of 15 (6.9 percent).
This state of affairs is related on the one hand to the aforementioned unequal salaries earned by men and women, which clearly gives them unequal access to financial resources and property, together with the social pressure exercised on people to buy a home, which is less for women than for men. (48) On the other hand, however, it shows the influence, ever strong, of patriarchal traditions that invariably favouring the masculine line and continue to influence family habits, particularly as regards legacies. For example, although enshrined in Chinese law, the right of women to inherit in the same way as men is still far from widespread (49) and is not even universally accepted. The ACWF-2000 survey indicates that only one person out of around four (23.6 percent of women and 28.1 percent of men, compared to 16.2 percent and 21.5 percent respectively ten years earlier) believes that married brothers and sisters have an equal right to inherit. Moreover, an equally small proportion favours a child taking its mother's surname: 34.2 percent of women in 2000 (twice the 1990 figure of 17.1 percent all the same) and 21.2 percent of men (an increase of 7.0 points).
These different results confirm the deep-seated internalisation of gendered roles in Chinese households and their tacit acceptance by the majority of women and men. For example, the division of domestic work remains very unequal, even in households where both husband and wife work. In 2010, the average time a working woman devoted to domestic tasks each day was 2.5 to 3 times longer than the time spent by men (Table 5 ). However, the majority of married men and women hardly challenged this division of tasks. (50) Overall, the role of the husband as the economic support of the family, and that of the wife as centred on the home and domestic tasks, remain firmly anchored not only in marital practices but also in the expectations that spouses have of each other. (51) These differentiated expectations may therefore explain the unequal access of men and women to educational, financial, and inherited resources, thus perpetuating gender differences. They could also help us understand why, in a labour market that has become highly competitive, the work of Chinese women serves, as elsewhere, (52) as an adjustment variable. When jobs are scarce, family arbitration usually favours the man's job and sacrifices that of the woman, whose contribution to the family income is generally secondary. (53) Women therefore find themselves in competition with men for jobs twice over, once on the labour market and again within the home. 
% of women
The anchoring of gendered roles in Chinese households is also due to the persistently high value placed on maternity, despite the dramatic drop in fertility over the last few decades. (58) Yet low fertility is supposedly favourable to the emancipation of women, (59) for two main reasons. Firstly because it mechanically reduces the risks linked to pregnancy and therefore improves their health and reduces their maternal mortality, and secondly, because it is recognised as facilitating the exercise of an activity outside the domestic sphere. Free from the constraints of looking after a large family, women are theoretically more available to carry out a professional activity, which in turn allows them access to greater economic and domestic autonomy. After four decades of birth control, China has distinguished itself in this respect. Fertility there has now attained a comparable or even lower level than that of the most developed countries 
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Box 1 -Progress in reproductive health
Access to health care and its impact on the well-being and survival of individuals are markers of a society's level of development. Maternal mortality (54) in particular shows the extent to which women receive health care and therefore the place accorded to them in public health policies. The execution of the Millennium Development Goals (see above) led to various national initiatives that have significantly reduced maternal mortality in recent years. In 2008, China recorded 38 maternal deaths per 100,000 births, a very privileged position compared to that of its main neighbours. In the same year, India, for example, recorded a rate of 230 per 100,000, Indonesia 240, and Bangladesh 340. However, China remains well below the level of its more developed neighbours such as South Korea (14) and Japan (6). (55) The significant drop in maternal mortality, the rate of which has fallen by more than 5 percent per year on average since the early 1990s (Table 4) , is mainly the result of the almost universal adoption of hospital births, which have risen from a little over 40 percent in the mid-1980s to more than 90 percent today. (56) It is also the result of better ante-natal care, including in rural areas where in 2010, almost nine pregnancies out of ten (89.4 percent) benefited from medical attention. However, although maternity represents an increasingly lower risk for the survival of Chinese women, these overall performances have not been repeated all over the country. In rural areas, maternal mortality fell by more than a third between 1991 and 2004 but the rate remains more than double that of urban areas (Table 4 ). In 2006, the rate had fallen to below 10 in Shanghai, Beijing, and Tianjin, that is to say, to a level close to that of Asia's most developed countries, but remained eight times more frequent in the rural areas of Gansu (76), Guizhou (83), Qinghai (99), and Xinjiang (107), with a considerably higher rate in Tibet (246). These disparities are partly due to the fact that hospital births are still uncommon in certain rural areas. In 2006, a third of all births took place at home for women in rural Gansu (33 percent), one out of two in rural Guizhou (49 percent), and two out of three in rural Tibet (64 percent). (57) Moreover, data from ACWF-2010 indicates that in China's western and central regions, almost half of all rural women (43.4 percent) had not had a gynaecological examination in the three years preceding the survey (compared to 17.8 percent in the rural zones of Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai, and 39.1 percent in the rest of the eastern region). (around 1.4-1.5 children on average in China in 2010, (60) compared to 2.3 in 1990 and almost six in 1970). However, reduced fertility has not been accompanied by a growth in the number of women working -quite the contrary. The level of employed women has on the one hand, as a result of its already exceptionally high level in the 1970s and therefore limited growth potential, prevented the negative correlation effect usually observed between these two phenomena from operating. On the other hand, the effects of the fall in fertility on women's employment have been largely counterbalanced by the liberalisation of the labour market and the disengagement of the state from taking care of children, with the steep rise in the cost of bringing up children, notably in matters of day-care, health, and education, making the reconciliation of family and professional life increasingly difficult and costly. Paradoxically, children, even in the limited numbers now found in most Chinese families, constitute an increasing obstacle to employment for Chinese women. (61) Moreover, the family planning program continues to impose major restrictions on women (notably that of compulsory contraception and the negation of personal fertility desires), thereby limiting their empowerment at the individual and family level.
Graph 2 -Indicators of medical attention to pregnancies for women under 35 at the birth of their last child -2000 and 2010 (as a percentage
Gender and number: A complex, little-known relationship
The highly gendered roles that still exist within the couple are part of a continuum of inequality between the sexes that can be seen throughout the life-span. From this point of view, demographic evolutions, since they are closely dependent on the family and social norms in vigour, shed special light on the situation of Chinese women. It appears that it is in early childhood that the most violent gendered discriminations occur, and threaten in some cases the very survival of girls. Yet the resulting deficit of women could have important consequences for society and its various players, as well as for gender relationships in the not-too-distant future.
Infancy: A crystallisation of gendered discrimination
Chinese culture has long placed greater value on the male sex, including during childhood. Indeed, every aspect of Chinese patriarchy encourages the preference for boys, who in social representations retain the monopoly of various family responsibilities. A source of pride and social recognition from birth onwards, (62) adult boys guarantee the perpetuation of the family line, the care of their parents in old age, and the transmission of family assets. This is why at various times in Chinese history, when the socio-economic context was such that families could no longer meet the needs of all their children and were forced to limit their number, they chose sons over daughters, creating a deficit of young girls, in particular in the nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth century. (63) Chinese society perpetuates a masculine archetype invested with social roles and skills that, according to a similar feminine archetypal schema, girls cannot match up to, justifying the traditional preference for a son. So whilst births remain strictly limited, girls become undesirable for the simple reason that they deprive their parents of a son, who from both a material and symbolic point of view has no equal. However, over and above the strict limitation of births imposed since the 1970s, behaviours have changed. The desire to have a child is more and more often weighed up against the everincreasing economic burden this places on the family, so today's couples are spontaneously having fewer children. Yet because couples continue to prefer boys, many girls are eliminated even before birth by selective abortion, or die soon after as a result of receiving poorer health care than boys. (64) Over the past 30 years, their share has diminished significantly compared to boys (Graph 3), and the situation continues to get worse. In 2010, 118.0 boys were recorded for every 100 girls in the under-15 age group (as against 108.5 in 1990 and 113.6 in 2000), that is, a proportion of around 15 percent higher than the norm. (65) Fewer Chinese girls are born, and girls generally do not survive as long as they could on account of the general health and socio-economic context.
Inequalities between the sexes as regards access to health care for very young children are now such that China has become one of the few countries in the world in which the mortality of girls before their first birthday is higher than that of boys. A lower vaccination rate, a longer delay in obtaining medical attention when ill, less recourse to a hospital if needed…in many rural regions, when a son is ill, the parents generally react faster and employ considerable resources to treat him. When a daughter is ill, however, they hesitate to consult a doctor or to take the child to hospital, and on average spend less on health care than for a son. The deterioration of the health system since the economic reforms has in this domain worked against girls, in particular in country areas where access to the health infrastructure remains more difficult than in urban areas. This contribution is ob- viously indirect, but there is no doubt that the increase in health costs has forced the poorest households to make a cost/benefit calculation before seeking health care for a child, that its sex is taken into account when the decision is made, and even that certain elementary precautions in terms of both preventive and curative health care are neglected. (66) The slow improvement in the survival of children was therefore accompanied, between the 1970s and 2000s, by ever-increasing differences between the sexes to the detriment of girls. In 2005-2010, according to data from the United Nations, the mortality of children before their first birthday stood at 18.0 per thousand for boys and 26.8 per thousand for girls. (67) However, if parents had given their daughters the same health care as their sons, this figure could have been halved. Each year of the 1990s, therefore, some 110,000 little girls were victims of a premature death before their first birthday, to which must be added the 500 to 600,000 female foetuses a year, victims of selective abortion over this same period. (68) Although discrimination of this nature is only one aspect of the inequalities that persist between the sexes, it continues, in a certain manner, to be nourished by them. Indeed, because Chinese women do not have the same opportunities for social success as men and remain largely invested in roles that have a lesser social value than masculine roles, in most families, sons remain preferable to daughters. For example, "One of the main challenges to be met [to stop the elimination of girls] consists of modifying the rigid custom of patrilocal and patrilinear marriage, the transmission of land rights limited to the masculine heirs of the patrilinear clan, the traditional weakening a daughter has with her biological family after marriage, the dependence on sons for care in old age, as well as other traditional social practices that mean daughters have less value than sons for their family." (69) The unequal treatment of boys and girls in early childhood, combined with the long-term effects of the comparatively high female mortality that has characterised the greater part of the twentieth century, (70) has made China one of the rare countries in the world with more men than women. After India (106.4 men for 100 women in 2011) it has the highest sex ratio in the world: 104.9 in 2010, (71) whilst the world average (China and India excluded) stood at 98.5 in 2010. (72) This demographic surplus of males is creating a hitherto unparalleled situation in the documented history of human populations, both in its scale and in its lasting impact on population structure and numbers. (73) In particular, the surplus of males recorded today, especially as regards children, will have progressive repercussions on the adult population as they age. For example, the number of men per 100 women amongst 30-39 year olds will exceed 117 in 2050, that is to say 13 points more than in 2010 (Table 6 ). According to official estimates, the surplus of men amongst young adults of marriageable age is expected to reach 24 to 30 million in 2020. (74) Moreover, it is precisely when they reach adulthood that the surplus of men will have its most obvious consequences both from an individual and a collective point of view.
What number might do to gender
The most immediate consequence of this male surplus will be a shortage of potential wives on the marriage market, since there will be significantly more men of marriageable age than women in the same situation. (75) Logically, the difference will be accompanied by an increase in non-elective bachelorhood (76) and an increase in age-gaps between spouses, with non-married men turning towards increasingly younger potential wives or having to wait longer before they marry. (77) By creating greater demand on the part of men for wives, it could also affect conjugal mobility and lead to an increase in divorce. Lastly, the deficit of women could also be accompanied by the development of marriage migration both within China and from neighbouring countries, in particular, Vietnam. (78) In the longer term, if fertility remains stable, the deficit of women and therefore of mothers will lead to a reduction in the birth rate and consequently to a slowingdown of population growth. (79) To these identified and well-documented demographic changes will be added a number of effects on society and individuals that remain unexplored. In particular, the nature of the social transformations brought about by a lasting shortage of women, the strategies and individual issues underlying these transformations, and their consequences for gender relationships and the sexuality of men and women raise many questions: processes of adaptation to this new social and demographic situation will have to be found.
In a situation where there will be fewer adult women than adult men for the foreseeable future, various questions arise. Although the demographic surplus of men is the direct consequence of the low status of women in Chinese society, one such question concerns the way in which this might evolve. Might a relative reduction in the number of women increase their decision-making and negotiation power within the couple and the family? Could this help them escape the domestic sphere? Is it likely to attenuate gendered roles within the family and society or, on the contrary, reinforce them? Lastly, could it contribute to raising their status or, on the contrary, lead to its deterioration? According to certain authors, when there are significantly fewer women than men, their value, and therefore their power, increases and as a result can foster their emancipation, (80) mainly through the practice of hypergamy. (81) For others however, when women become scarcer, men can exercise tighter control over them (82) -control that may, moreover, be exacerbated by an increase in the age-gap between husband and wife, which is commonly declared to be an element in the women's status, an indicator of inequalities within the couple but also of the role and position of women in society. (83) In this case, their economic independence would be limited and their traditional roles of housewife and mother reinforced. Moreover, nothing yet exists to confirm that hypergamy, if it develops, will allow women to achieve greater autonomy from men. In a situation where there is a relative shortage of potential wives, marriage might admittedly become a factor for upward social mobility, since women seeking to marry would be presented with a wider choice of husbands and therefore tend to favour those from a higher socio-economic category who are likely to give them better living conditions. Yet this practice might not be entirely to their advantage. Indeed, whilst women practice hypergamy in the expectation of achieving upward social mobility, (84) men in return look for a physically attractive wife, whose value as a sexual object therefore increases. (85) In the long run, when men have also been affected by the shortage of females and especially by the difficulty of finding a partner and founding a family, will they change their perception of the discrimination against girls that is at the origin of this deficit and therefore, in the long-run, of the image of women and the power relationships between the sexes?
Another uncertainty concerns the effects of the shortage of women on the men themselves. In particular, the increase in bachelorhood, if it is not desired, might not be insignificant for the men concerned. Indeed, in China, a high value is placed on marriage, and the majority of young people continue to think that when people reach adulthood, they should marry, (86) to the extent that for Ownby, (87) "In the eyes of the majority of Chinese, an unmarried man is neither truly adult, nor truly a man." Social norms therefore still heavily influence behaviour. In 2010, at the age of 30, eight men (81.9 percent) and nine women (91.2 percent) out of ten were married. (88) Society remains permeated by Confucian traditions, which place special value on the continuation of the family line and filial piety. (89) Yet the latter can only exist through marriage and the production of descendants, generally seen as essential stages in the life of both women and men. Moreover, marriage enables the perpetuation of patrilinear traditions (90) as well as the establishment of new family links that are useful in the development of so-cial and economic networks. (91) Chinese society offers scarcely any alternatives to marriage. Unmarried cohabitation, still very rare, is generally just a preliminary to a formal union, and very little value is placed on celibacy. (92) Moreover, although marriage remains a necessary stage in forming a family, it generally remains, despite a relaxation of the norms in the city, (93) the legitimate framework for sexuality. (94) Heterosexual and monogamous marriage continues therefore to condition access to various family and social prerogatives, marking a dichotomy between married and unmarried adults. (95) Access to sexuality in particular is therefore strongly dependent on marital status, especially amongst men from the lower social categories. (96) In the long term, the shortage of potential female partners may therefore increase inequalities between male social groups, since access to women can be transformed into an indicator of a man's economic status.
The numerical imbalance between the sexes might therefore affect the status of women and gender relationships in more ways than one. It remains to be seen how, in this context, men and women will manage on the one hand to retain the progress made to date in terms of equality between the sexes and on the other, to bring about changes in social norms, especially those governing sexual behaviours and gendered roles within the couple, together with the power relationships and values they underlie, to make them more compatible with the new demographic constraints.
Conclusion
Although Chinese women have clearly gained in autonomy since the 1950s, notably thanks to developments in education and successive laws protecting their rights and interests, their equality with men is still far from secure, and their situation has been evolving in an ambivalent manner for the last three decades. In tandem with undeniable advances in their access to education, they suffer from growing insecurity in the field of employment, as a result of both the reduction in the jobs available to them and the growing inequalities between men and women's salaries. Within the couple, although relationships between husband and wife remain centred on marriage and reproduction, women often remain dependent on men, both at economic level and as regards decision-making. Lastly, from a strictly demographic point of view, the situation of girls is, in comparison to that of boys, one of the worst that exists. These ambivalent developments constitute a major paradox in Chinese society on its journey to modernisation. Although we are unquestionably seeing the emergence of the individual to the detriment of the group, social modernisation and the overall rise in living standards that have accompanied the economic reforms have not resulted in all individuals being perceived as equally valuable. On the whole, the status of Chinese women often remains inferior to that of men, particularly in public life, and roles within the family and society remain firmly gendered.
Discrimination against women, in particular in childhood, which is the result of their less valued status, poses an important challenge for the Chinese authorities from an individual point of view, with regard to the respect of their rights and accession to greater equality between the sexes. From the point of view of society as a whole, the repercussions of demographic gender-based discrimination will also be considerable, since they will affect current balances not only on the marriage and sexuality market as mentioned, but also on the labour market. The latter is set to become increasingly male, (97) on the one hand requiring a restructuring of men's employment to meet the needs of the workforce in certain sectors of the economy in which women are currently over-represented, and on the other hand leading to a growing marginalisation of women's work in society, with all the limits this is likely to place on the economic empowerment of women. Demographic gender-based discrimination is an acute symptom of the adaptation of individuals and families to new constraints imposed by demographic, economic, and social transitions that are as rapid as they are sudden. It is creating a shortage of women that in turn may well fuel discrimination against a group that is now a permanent minority within Chinese society: women. 
